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Abstract 
The public service motivation (PSM) literature assumes that PSM affects performance. 
Even though frequently cited, this assumption has been found difficult to verify 
empirically. In this article, a theoretical argument is developed that helps to clarify the 
concept of PSM and its relationship with performance by introducing insights derived 
from identity theory. Central to this new approach is the idea that individual 
interpretations of what it means to serve the public interest need to be considered in 
order to get grip on the concept PSM itself and its behavioral consequences. As 
interpretations of ‘the public interest’ vary depending on the role(s) somebody occupies 
in society, so too does the meaning of PSM. By combining PSM and identity theory we 
thus gain more insights into what it means and implies to be public service motivated. 
The theoretical, empirical, and practical relevance of this new conceptualization of PSM 
are pointed at.   
Keywords: Public service motivation, public interest, identity theory  
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Public service motivation is one of the most popular research topics in public 
administration (Ritz and Neumann 2012; Perry and Hondeghem 2008). Central to the 
study of public service motivation is the idea that highly public service motivated 
2 
 
individuals perform well since they are working to provide services that they perceive as 
meaningful for the community (Brewer 2004; Brewer and Selden 2000; Francois 2000; 
Perry 2000; Rainey and Steinbauer 1999). Even though highly cited, this assumption 
linking PSM with performance has been difficult to verify. Rather than clear results, 
empirical studies show inconsistent findings (e.g. Naff and Crum 1999; Vandenabeele 
2009; Alonso and Lewis 2001; Ritz 2009). An increasing number of scholars point at the 
possibility that the relationship between public service motivation and performance is 
more complex than initially expected. They argue that contextual factors need to be 
included in the public service motivation–performance analysis (Leisink and Steijn 2009; 
Bright 2007; Wright and Pandey 2008b). Including the context in the analysis is an 
important step in explaining the inconsistent findings of previous studies. However, we 
argue that doing this is not sufficient. If we really want to get grip on the relationship 
between public service motivation and performance, the meaning of the public service 
motivation concept needs to be clarified first. Despite extensive quantitative research, it is 
still not clear what exactly it means to be public service motivated, and in turn neither 
what behavioral consequences can be expected from somebody scoring high on public 
service motivation. Accordingly, the leading research question of this study is: How can 
the fuzziness of public service motivation be reduced in order to shed light on the 
concept’s behavioral consequences? 
 
To answer this question, we introduce identity theory into the study of public service 
motivation. Being committed to the public interest stands central to the concept of public 
service motivation. However, it is commonly held that public interest is an ideal and not a 
general norm where everybody agrees on (Bozeman 2007). Identity theory helps to 
clarify the meaning of the public interest by considering individual interpretations of 
what the public interest is. The insights gained from introducing identity theory, 
therefore, help to shed light on the question what it means to be public service motivated 
and, in turn, which behavior can be expected form a highly public service motivated 
individual. 
This knowledge is highly relevant for both theory and practice. Theoretically, clarifying 
the meaning of the concept is valuable as this contributes to the validity of the concept 
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and insights into the complex PSM-performance relationship are provided. From a 
practical point of view, this knowledge is relevant as it sheds light on the question if it is 
useful to promote PSM or how to stimulate positive effects of PSM while limiting the 
potential risks for perverse effects. 
 
We begin by reviewing relevant literature on public service motivation and pointing out 
remaining lacks of knowledge. Based on this, an argument is provided why identity 
theory is valuable to be included in public service motivation research. Next, identity 
theory is introduced. In the third section, public service motivation and identity theory are 
combined and by means of practical examples the additional value hereof is 
demonstrated. Finally, theoretical, empirical and practical implications of this new 
approach to study public service motivation are discussed. 
 
 
CURRENT INSIGHTS INTO PUBLIC SERVICE MOTIVATION 
In 1982, Rainey laid the foundation for the concept public service motivation by asking a 
large sample of private and public managers to rate their desire to engage ‘in meaningful 
public service’ (p. 288). Over the last 20 years, interest and research surrounding public 
service motivation has increased immensely among both public administration scholars 
and practitioners. 
 
Defining public service motivation 
Today, there are several different definitions of public service motivation. The original 
one is provided by Perry and Wise (1990) who address public service motivation as ‘a 
predisposition to respond to motives grounded primarily or uniquely in public 
organizations’ (p. 368). Rainey and Steinbauer (1999) refer to it as ‘a general, altruistic 
motivation to serve the interest of a community of people, a state, a nation or humankind’ 
(p. 20). Brewer and Selden (1998) view it as a ‘motivational force that induces 
individuals to perform meaningful public service (i.e., community, and social service)’ 
(p. 417). More recently, Perry and Hondeghem (2008) see public service motivation as an 
individual’s orientation to delivering services to people with a purpose to do good for 
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others and society’ (p. vii). Vandenabeele’s (2007) definition of public service motivation 
goes a step further as it also refers to the origin of public service motivation. According 
to the author, public service motivation is ‘the belief, the values and attitudes that go 
beyond self-interest and organizational interest, that concern the interest of a larger 
political entity and that motivate individuals to act accordingly whenever appropriate’ (p. 
549). In spite of this definitional variety, what unifies all definitions is the idea of 
‘meaningful public service’ or serving the community. In other words, public service 
motivation and public interest are inherently related.  
 
Different strands of public service motivation research: Studying antecedents and 
consequences of public service motivation 
In public service motivation literature, we can discern different strands of research, all 
primarily relying on quantitative data.  
A first strand of research investigates the antecedents of public service motivation. For 
example, Perry (1997) addresses the impact of institutional effects on public service 
motivation. Camilleri (2007) and DeHart-Davis et al. (2006) focus on the effect of 
demographic antecedents on public service motivation, and Moynihan and Pandey (2007) 
analyze the effect of organizational influences.  
Second, and most frequently, public service motivation is treated as an independent 
variable. The immense interest in the consequences of public service motivation is 
grounded in one of the most fundamental assumptions about public service motivation,  
that ‘in public service organizations, public service motivation is positively related to 
individual performance’ (Perry and Wise1990, p. 370). Highly public service motivated 
individuals are expected to perform well, since they are working to provide services that 
they perceive as meaningful (Perry and Wise 1990; Wright and Grant 2010). The effect 
of public service motivation is most often measured by self-reported outcome variables 
such as commitment (Crewson 1997; Camilleri 2006), interpersonal citizenship behavior 
(Pandey et al. 2008), organizational performance (Kim 2005; Brewer and Selden 1998), 
and individual performance (Frank and Lewis 2004; Leisink and Steijn 2009; Naff and 
Crum 1999; Vandenabeele 2009; Alonso and Lewis 2001). However, the findings from 
these studies are inconsistent. Some studies support the public service motivation-
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performance relationship (e.g. Naff and Crum 1999; Vandenabeele 2009) while other 
studies report negative or mixed findings (e.g. Alonso and Lewis 2001; Ritz 2009). 
The next strand of research is derived from these uncertainties. Recently, the awareness 
has risen that the public service motivation–performance relationship is more complex 
than initially thought and that the inclusion of contextual factors in the analysis might be 
necessary. For example, Perry et al. (2010) point out ‘that the effects of public service 
motivation are more nuanced than Perry and Wise (1990) [originally] projected’ (p. 684). 
Wright and Pandey (2008a) criticize that studies investigating the consequences of public 
service motivation frequently assume that public organizations provide sufficient 
opportunities to satisfy the motivation of their employees to serve the public. Just because 
public agencies have the possibility to provide individuals with opportunities to enact 
upon their public service motivation, there is no guarantee that these agencies always do 
so. Steen and Rutgers (2011) follow up on this by raising the question what happens if 
public service motivated employees have no opportunity to put their public service 
motivation in practice. According to their view, this may result in frustration leading to 
deviant behavior. Public service motivation might thus be a double edged sword, 
incorporating risks of perverse effects, as is discussed also by Maesschalck et al. (2008) 
and Giauque et al. (2012). The former scholars point out that public service motivation 
may result in both ethically desirable conduct, and unethical or illegal behavior. The 
latter ones found that (some dimensions of) public service motivation increase 
resignation at work. Wright and Christensen (2009) conclude that instead of asking 
whether public service motivation affects employees’ behavior, such as self-selection and 
retention in public organization, perhaps it might be more appropriate to ask when and 
under what conditions PSM affects employees’ behavior. Based on this, for example, 
attempts have been made to integrate the ideas of person-organization fit in the analysis 
of the public service motivation-performance relationship (Leisink and Steijn 2009; 
Bright 2007; Wright and Pandey 2008b).  
Together, studies analyzing the antecedents and consequences of public service form a 
substantive part of public service motivation research. Next to these, there is a growing 
number of studies that investigate the conceptualization and dimensions of public service 
motivation. In his public service motivation measurement scale, Perry (1996) identified 
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four dimensions, each providing a unique contribution to a person’s public service 
motivation: attraction to participate in public policy making, commitment to the public 
interest (a public orientation and concern for the public wealth, also including a sense of 
civic duty and social justice), self-sacrifice (the willingness to substitute service to others 
for tangible personal rewards), and compassion (patriotism of benevolence, combining 
love of regime values and love of others). This provides a theory grounded  
conceptualization of public service motivation. Yet at the same time, it is still unclear 
what then precisely public service motivation is, and how it overlays the different 
dimensions which often are found to be inconsistent as to their correlation with other 
factors under investigation (e.g. Andersen and Serritlew 2012; Giauque et al. 2012; 
Taylor 2007). This raises the question if we should continue to address public service 
motivation as one construct with an overreaching meaning. Next to this, the current 
efforts to investigate the meaning of public service motivation and improve its 
measurement instrument, for example through testing for the validity and reliability of 
the Perry-measurement scale across different cultures (Vandenabeele 2008; Kim et al. 
2012), also illustrate the unclearness of the construct.  
In contrast to quantitative efforts improving the measurement instrument of public 
service motivation, however, ‘only a few articles exist which focus on the validity of the 
construct from a non-statistical viewpoint, carefully exploring the concept’s definition 
(…)’ (Ritz and Neumann 2012, p. 2). An exception is provided by Ritz (2011) who 
contributes to the validity of the construct’s measurement instrument using qualitative 
research methods. In the next section, we argue that the fuzziness of the concept public 
service motivation relates to the fact that it is linked with another vague concept, the 
public interest.    
 
Remaining lack of knowledge: What does it mean to serve the public interest? 
Based upon our discussion of different definitions of public service motivation, we found 
that public service motivation can be described as a personal orientation or commitment 
towards the public interest. In other words, the public interest is an integrated aspect of 
public service motivation by definition. Unfortunately, there is no strict definition of what 
the public interest is. Rather, the public interest is a very elusive concept and that makes 
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public service motivation a fuzzy concept as well. What does it mean to be public-
interest-oriented? And related to this, what is the specific effect of being public service 
motivated on behavior? It is precisely this lack of insight into the meaning of the public 
service motivation concept itself, that makes that still ‘little is known about the effect of 
PSM on actual behavior’ (Andersen and Serritzlew 2012, p.19). Only if we know what 
the public interest is, the meaning and behavioral implications of public service 
motivation become clear.  
From a normative theory point of view, the public interest is an ideal. It is what citizens 
expect from government, and what public officials – both politicians and administrators - 
(should) strive for. However, there is no clear view on what the public interest means, 
both in general and applied to specific cases (Bozeman, 2007). In line with the Schuetz’s 
(1953) philosophical approach to common-sense and scientific thinking, we suggest that 
the public interest needs to be addressed as a context-dependent interpretation and not as 
an abstract ideal. Rutgers (2012), for example, points out that the notion of public interest 
is time and place specific, i.e., contextual and thus very much a matter of interpretation. 
The fuzziness of the public interest concept can partly be explained by some of the key 
characteristics of public organizations, namely value pluralism and different demands 
rising from multiple stakeholders. For example, working in health care requires to foster 
public health, economic well-being, research and development, and sustainability; all 
(potentially conflicting) aspects of the public interest 
Accordingly, even if we take the public interest as an ideal for public government action, 
it does not provide a general agreed upon norm to judge actions. Instead, everyone has 
her or his own view of what the public interest is given a specific context, and thus also 
of what actions could be taken to enhance the public interest, and of the extent to which 
the public interest is being served by these actions. Put it differently, there is no such 
thing as ‘the one and only public interest’, but everybody has her or his own 
interpretation of the public interest.  Similarly, Rainey (1982) points out that ‘there are as 
many ways to conceive of public service as there are to conceive of the public interest’ 
(p. 289). Accordingly, even if an individual is highly public service motivated, depending 
on the person’s interpretation of what constitutes the public interest, behavior is likely to 
vary; especially in situations of conflicting values and demands. Consider, for example, a 
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highly public service motivated school teacher who is confronted with the choice 
between either giving extra attention to a small group of disadvantaged children or 
keeping up with the prescribed content of the curriculum. After all, time is not infinite. 
What will she or he decide? We doubt that the pure fact of being highly public service 
motivated helps to explain which choices she or he will make. More insights are needed 
how the teacher interprets her or his role to serve the public interest when confronted 
with such a dilemma in order to make realistic predictions concerning decision-making 
and ultimately behavior.  
Including the context in the analysis of the public service motivation-performance 
relationship, as has been done recently in public service motivation research, is an 
important step to help explain the inconsistent findings of previous studies. However, 
even if the context is included in the public service motivation-behavior relationship a 
direct link between the two concepts can be doubted as there are many situations where 
the meaning of the public interest - and in turn the actions that are required to pursuit it - 
is unclear due to its (possible conflicting) composition. Next to being aware of the 
context, it is even more important to include the individual interpretations of the public 
interest in the public service motivation-performance analysis. Only if we do so, we get 
to know the potential power of public service motivation and more accurate predictions 
about the construct’s behavioral consequences can be made.  
 
Summing up, the discussion of the public service motivation literature shows that we 
cannot be sure about what kind of behavior can be expected from somebody being highly 
public service motivated. Despite the large amount of quantitative articles surrounding 
public service motivation, our knowledge of the meaning of public service motivation 
and our insight into how individuals actually put their public service motivation into 
practice, and what might be the consequences of acting on one’s public service 
motivation, are still limited. This can be explained by the integrated and central aspect of 
public service motivation, namely the ‘public interest’, being a very elusive concept. In 
order to reduce this lack of knowledge, we argue that it is necessary to complement 
public service motivation with other concepts and theories that are clearer about the 
meaning of the public interest. Only if we address the public interest as a context-
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dependent interpretation rather than an ideal, and if we gain insight into what it means to 
an individual to serve the public interest in a specific situation, we can say something 
about the actual effect of being public service motivated. This new conceptualization of 
public service motivation also provides an explanation for the fact that previous studies 
did not succeed in verifying the positive public service motivation-performance 
relationship empirically. 
 
In the following section, we suggest identity theory as a theory that can provide insights 
into how individuals attach personal meaning to the public interest. Identity theory offers 
a line of reasoning that focuses on how individuals bring personal interpretations to the 
roles they occupy in society.  
 
 
IDENTITY TEORY 
Central to identity theory is the idea – originating from structural symbolic 
interactionism- that society is a mosaic of relatively durable patterns of interactions and 
relationships which are embedded in an array of groups, institutions and communities 
(Stets and Burke 2000). Further, it is assumed that the self, which emerges out of the 
interaction with this context of complex social structures, provides the link between the 
environment and individual behavior. In other words, identity theory offers a line of 
argumentation for individual behavior using the environment and the self as explanatory 
variables.  
 
The self is not a one-dimensional construct but consists of a collection of role identities, 
each of which is based on the occupation of a particular role in social intercourse 
(Sheldon and Burke 2000; Stets and Burke 2000). For example, an individual may 
occupy the role of being a friend, a family member, a professional, a member of a certain 
organization, and a public servant all at the same time.  
Hogg et al. (1995), define role identity as ‘self-conceptions, self-referent cognitions, or 
self-definitions that people apply to themselves as a consequence of the structural role 
positions they occupy’ (p. 256). Role identities are the interpretations that individuals 
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bring to roles they are holding in society. Roles in this context can be addressed as ‘the 
cultural expectations tied to social positions in the social structure that actors try to meet 
(Burke and Stets 2009, p. 39). The role concept in identity theory shows strong 
similarities with people’s social identity as defined by self-categorization theory which is 
build upon Tajfel’s (1972) social identity theory. From this perspective, individuals ‘are 
perceived as, are reacted to, and act as embodiments of the relevant in-group prototype 
rather than as unique individuals’ (Hogg et al. 1995, p. 261). Next to seeing role as 
expectations that guide the behavior of the occupants of the role, roles can also be seen as 
‘cultural objects or resources’ (Pilivian et al. 2002). According to Pilivian et al. (2002), 
next to the individual holding a certain role, other individuals and institutions frame this 
role and can use it for their own purpose, too. For an individual, the role of a professor 
might be associated with academic motives, but the employing organization might use 
the role to enhance its reputation.   
What follows from the differentiation between role and role identity is that, by definition, 
behavior is determined by both some general guidelines of behavior integrated within a 
given role, and the interpretation individuals bring to them. Social structures as well as 
personal agency have an impact on behavior. This explains why not all individuals 
holding a particular role automatically behave the same or in line with their social 
category (role) at all times. The concept role identity shows how it is possible that the 
role of being and acting, for example, as a student can be interpreted differently. For 
example, if an individual interprets his role of being a student as being ‘academic’, this 
person is likely to attend class regularly, to take notes, and to score high on exams. In 
contrast, if a person has a student identity that stresses being ‘social’, this person can be 
expected to go to parties and spend a lot of time socializing with friends.  
 
Because of the inherent multiplicity of role identities the self is constituted of, the 
question raises how the role identities are arranged within the self in order to yield a final 
decision. Identity theory asserts that diverse role identities within the self are organized in 
a hierarchical way. The many role identities held by an individual are not equally 
important to the self. Role identities at the top of this hierarchy are called salient 
identities. Stets and Burke (2003) define a salient identity as an ‘identity that is likely to 
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be played out (activated) frequently across different situations’ (p.135). Thus, if an 
identity is salient, it is more likely to have behavioral consequences in any situation than 
other identities. For some individuals, concerns for the family come above those for their 
work, while for others, the occupational role identity might be the most dominant aspect 
of the self.  
Following Stets and Burke (2003), commitment is an important determinant of identity 
salience. Commitment is referred to as ‘the degree to which persons’ relationships to 
others in their networks depend on possessing a particular identity and role’ (Stryker and 
Burke 2000, p. 287). Commitment is a two-dimensional construct. The first dimension, 
the ‘quantitative’ one, reflects the number of persons that one is tied to through a 
particular identity.  Second, the ‘qualitative’ dimension refers to the strength and 
deepness of these particular ties. The greater the (qualitative and quantitative) 
commitment to an identity, the higher the identity will be positioned in the salience 
hierarchy, and in turn, the more likely the actor will play out behavior confirming that 
identity in a particular situation. This implies that the hierarchy of identity salience is 
unique for every individual.  
As role identities emerge out of both external influences and personal agency (see the 
discussion above), the context provides another determinant of the hierarchy of identities. 
This implies that even if we know an individual’s core identities -which can be 
considered to be relatively stable over time -in certain situations, the precise organization 
of core identities might vary. For example, a women who is highly committed to both her 
role as professional and her role as mother is more likely to play out the former role when 
being at work and the later role when being at home with her children.  
A number of studies have investigated the relationship between salient role identities and 
action empirically. For example, McAdam and Paulsen (1993) found that individuals’ 
willingness to apply for recruitment to activism is related is the salience of relevant 
identities. The study of Charng (1988) showed that individuals with high blood donor 
identity salience donate blood more often. Similar, Lee (1997) found that a dominant 
volunteer identity was related to volunteer activities in high school.  
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COMBINING PUBLIC SERVICE MOTIVATION AND IDENTITY THEORY  
In this section, we will combine public service motivation with identity theory. By means 
of practical examples - focused on employees working in an organizational context and 
having a public task - it will be demonstrated that identity theory helps to clarify the 
meaning and behavioral consequences of public service motivation. First, the principle of 
multiple (role) identities and the mechanism specifying behavior (identity salience) will 
be illustrated. In the next step, it will be shown how the concept role identity and the 
mechanism identity salience help to bring meaning to the public service motivation 
concept and its practical implications.  
 
Multiple roles and identity salience  
Combining the concepts of public service motivation and role identity does not contradict 
current research on public service motivation. Important scholars such as Perry and 
Vandenabeele (Vandenabeele 2008; Perry and Vandenabeele 2008), have earlier 
addressed public service motivation from an institutional perspective. Central to this 
approach is the idea that by means of mechanisms, such as socialization, social 
identification, cultural preferences and social learning, public institutional logics are 
transmitted and individuals ‘acquire a new social identity  as member of the institution’ 
(Perry and Vandenabeele 2008, p. 60). Accordingly, public service motivation can also 
be referred to as public service identity (Vandenabeele 2007; Perry and Vandenabeele 
2008). This approach to public service motivation shows strong similarities with the role 
concept as described in identity theory. It posits that the behavior of public service 
motivated individuals is guided by public institutional logics (public values, norms, rules, 
public interest) that are imparted by institutions. Derived from this perspective, 
individuals scoring high on public service motivation are expected to show similar 
behavior in practice. 
The problem with viewing public service motivation as a social identity, or role, is that 
the meaning of the concept and its behavioral consequences remain fuzzy. As described 
in identity theory, behavior is influenced by both some general guidelines or roles and the 
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interpretation individuals bring to these. Living in a complex society, especially if 
working in the public sector, implies to be a holder of many different roles and to be 
confronted with even more expectations related to serving the public interest. For 
example, in the role of a professional, teachers are expected to create a learning 
environment that nurtures fulfillment of the potential of all students. In the role of an 
organizational member, they are expected to contribute to the objectives and demands of 
the educating institution. As public servants, teachers are to be responsive to the demands 
of all citizens. By investigating how individuals give meaning to serving the public 
interest when holding different roles (professional, organizational member, 
representative, occupational member, team member, public servant, etc.), we get to know 
what it means to be public service motivated and what impact on behavior can be 
expected.  
 
However, before we can do so, we need to consider the fact that under some 
circumstances, different roles can be conflicting. Behavior that is expected in one role 
may clash with expectations associated with other roles (Piliavin et al. 2002). 
Interestingly, we can trace this line of reasoning on role identities, conflicting roles and 
diverse expectations as to what constitutes the public interest, back even to Max Weber’s 
(1989) discussion of ‘personae’, ‘life orders’, and ‘value spheres’. According to Weber, 
different personalities are formed to fit the different life spheres in which one is engaged, 
e.g., family, business, or official relations. He points at the discrete ethical domains these 
different life spheres link with. Rather than there being one unified moral personality and 
one universal ethic, Weber claims there is a plurality of ‘value spheres’ potentially 
standing in conflict with each other. (For a more extensive analysis of Weber’s discussion 
on ‘personae’, ‘life orders’, and ‘value spheres’ see du Guy (2000)). In organizational 
stress research, such situations are described as role conflicts (Tummers et al. 2012). 
Piliavin et al. (2002) consider the case of reporting health care errors from the viewpoint 
of a nurse. The expectations associated with the occupational role imply that ‘reporting 
errors’ is essential as this is closely related to a core value of nursing, namely integrity. 
As a team member, however, a nurse is unlikely to be expected to report misconduct. 
Doing so will destroy relationships with direct colleagues and casts damaging light on the 
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team. Tummers et al. (2012) identified three role conflicts experienced by mental health 
care professionals when implementing policies, which are policy-client conflict, policy-
professional conflict, and organizational-professional conflict. For example, a policy-
professional role conflict occurs when professionals perceive that the behavior demanded 
by the policy (such as following strict policy rules) is incompatible with values and 
norms set by the profession. This raises the question what happens in the case of role 
conflict. Which expectations will be acted upon, and which ignored? Answers to this 
question provide some first ideas about what behavior can be expected. In order to be 
more explicit about behavioral consequences, the interpretations that individuals bring to 
the role expectations need to be considered.    
 
Identity theory offers a line of reasoning how role conflicts are solved internally, and in 
turn what behavior can be expected. Within the self, the interpreted roles – the role 
identities - are organized in a hierarchical way depending on the (qualitative and 
quantitative) commitment to the role. The relative strength of commitment to the 
different role identities determines which role identity is most salient (for a schematic 
overview of the self, see Figure 1). For example, if a person has a great number of 
connections with people that are valuable to her or him through her or his team identity, 
then it is expected that her or his commitment to the team identity will be stronger 
compared to the commitment to other role identities. Consequentially, the team identity 
becomes salient and behavior will be guided primarily by the interpretations the 
individual brings to her or his role as a team member.  
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FIGURE 1 Schematic representation of the self with a salient organizational member 
identity 
 
 
Role identities and identity salience: Clarifying public service motivation and its 
impact 
The discussion of the principle of multiple (role) identities and identity salience show that 
in order to clarify the meaning of public service motivation and its effects on behavior we 
need to look at the self (the sum of role identities) as this provides us with answers to two 
central questions, namely: First, how do individuals, as holders of different roles, 
interpret their task to work for the public interest? Second, if conflicts exist between role 
identities, which role identity will be salient in which circumstances?  
For example, consider the case of physicians. In their role as organizational members, 
some physicians might focus on providing cost-efficient treatments as they think in terms 
of economic robustness of the health care system when considering the public interest. In 
contrast, in their role as professionals they might do everything that supports public 
health (e.g. giving precautions about common diseases), regardless of cost efficiency, as 
that is what it means to them to work for the public interest. As time is not unlimited, the 
physician cannot fully comply with both role identities. Rather, depending on which role 
identity is positioned higher in the identity salience, the behavior will be different. 
Another example is provided in the case of police officers. Some officers might argue 
that considering personal circumstances of persons being involved in a crime is crucial to 
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their occupational role, as they view focusing on the ‘bad guys’ and fighting ‘real crime’ 
as important aspects of serving the public interest. However, from the viewpoint of an 
organizational member, being a strict enforcer of rules and regulations might be 
considered substantial as the officers interpret their task to work for the public interest in 
terms of providing reliable judgments and treatment for the society at large. Now 
consider the situation that an officer catches a women driving too fast and not wearing a 
seatbelt on her way to the hospital because her child has burned itself while making a cup 
of tea. Depending on the officer’s interpretation of her or his role, the officer will let the 
woman pass quickly or will make her wait until everything is documented. 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
These examples show that the meaning and impact of being public service motivated 
depend on two things. First, public service motivation and its impact depend on the 
interpretations individuals bring to the diverse roles they occupy in the society. Second, 
the effect of public service motivation on behavior is also influenced by the hierarchy of 
the role identities within the self. For this reason, we argue that in order to reduce the 
fuzziness of public service motivation and to shed light on the concept’s behavioral 
consequences we need to focus on the self; in particular, on the diverse role identities the 
self is built on and the hierarchical organization hereof.  
 
This new approach to study public service motivation has several theoretical, empirical 
and practical implications. 
From a theoretical point of view, adding insights from identity theory to the study of 
public service motivation is valuable as it contributes to the validity of the concept. More 
knowledge of what public service motivation is constituted of is offered. By 
supplementing public service motivation with the concept role identity and discussing the 
role-dependent individual interpretation of the public interest, the meaning of public 
service motivation is clarified, and its predictive power regarding actual behavior is 
specified. Further, and related to this, it can be explained why previous studies addressing 
the public service motivation-performance relationship empirically showed inconsistent 
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results. Next to the literature on public service motivation, this new approach also 
contributes to a more general discussion on the meaning of the public interest as a 
monolithic concept and its relation with public values. Our approach, therefore, not only 
contributes to the research field of public service motivation, but also to the study of 
public interests and public values.  
In order to increase the added value of introducing identity theory into the study of public 
service motivation, empirical research is needed to verifying the assumption that 
individuals understand their task to serve the public interest differently depending on the 
roles there are occupying and the interpretation they attach to these roles, and in turn, that 
these interpretations are reflected in actual behavior and decision making. To be able to 
do so, future research needs to look into elaborating existing measurement instruments of 
public service motivation. Instruments are needed that not only assess the strength of 
public service motivation, but also address its specific meaning for individuals. In 
addition, the research field would thrive from breaking with its current reliance almost 
solely on quantitative research by expanding its research methodologies in order to gain a 
more in-depth knowledge of what constitutes public service motivation, what 
interpretations individuals attach to their public service motivation, and what drives their 
actions in complex situations. 
For the praxis, this new approach implies that fostering public service motivation by 
integrating public service values into the organization’s management system (Paalberg et 
al. 2008) might be insufficient. Rather than focusing on increasing the level of public 
service motivation and investing in attracting and selecting public service motivated 
employees, it might be more valuable to give attention to relevant role expectations as 
communicated by the organization, heads of teams, professional associations, and so 
forth. By using human resource management tools to impart what it means to serve the 
public interest from an organizational point of view, as a member of a team, or as a 
professional for example, roles can be used as resources and behavior can be influenced. 
As these expectations are possibly conflicting, organizations should intensify the 
collaboration with professional associations and educational institutions in order to align 
the expectations and prevent role conflicts. Next to giving meaning to the public interest, 
organizations can also influence behavior by emphasizing the salience of a certain role. 
18 
 
For example, by introducing a professional oath or professional title, the importance of 
the professional role is stressed and behavior is more likely to be in line with professional 
norms and values (and the interpretation of the public interest from the point of view of a 
professional) than when professionals are downplayed as ‘regular’ employees. 
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